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FROM THIS TIME, I
SHALL SURVEY MYSELF
IN THE GLASS WITH A
SORT OF PHILOSOPHICAL
PLEASURE"
Newton and Narcissism in
Sir Isaac Newton's Philosophy
Explain'd for the Use of the
Ladies
cc-

Deborah Needleman Armintor

'7I7~he concept of female narcissism—the idea that there is
something inherendy feminine about an obsession with
one's own self and body—was commonplace long before
Freud made it a tenet ofpsychoanalytic thought in the nineteenth century.
Literary history abounds with examples of women and feminine men so
enamored with their own likenesses that, like the original Narcissus of
Greek myth, their compulsion to make themselves the ideal objects of
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their own (and often others') desire makes them incapable of observing,
considering, or even desiring others as much as they observe, consider, and
desire themselves. Most famously, perhaps, Milton's depiction of Eve's
fascination with her own reflection in the water in Paradise Lost is a classic
pre-psychoanalytic example that is typically seen by feminist critics as a
paradigmatic feminine re-enactment of that famous water scene from
Greek myth. This age-old stereotype of thevain niirror-gazing woman or
feminine man is so pervasive, and its resemblances to that Miltonic scene
so uncanny, that it is easy to overlook the fact that Milton's 1667
depiction of Eve's revelatory discovery of her mirror image coincided with
similarly revelatory discoveries in optical science, beginning with the
invention of the microscope in the early 1600s and culminating in the
publication of Newton's Opticks in 1704. Could it be that Eve's fascina
tion with her mirror image is not a classic instance of pre-Freudian female
narcissism after all but an example of the irresistible appeal of optical
science to women in the seventeenth century, the age of the microscope,
the telescope, and the new "female virtuoso"?
Ironically, it is not twenty-first-century feminist criticism that brings
to light such a radical and historically minded rereading of that famous
scene from ParadiseLosthnt a quirky instructional dialogue from the mideighteenth century. Sir Isaac Newton's Philosophy Explain'd for the Use of
the Ladies (1739), bluestocking Elizabeth Carter's popular English
translation of Francesco Algarotti's 1737 II Newtonianismo per le dame.
Modeled after Fontenelle's Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds
(1686), Newton's Philosophy Explain'd recommends a strikingly feminist
readingof Milton, Newtonian optics, and thepractice of microscopy, that
suggests the feminist potential of Newton's Opticks and female micro
scope use in the eighteenth century and, quite possibly, "enlightened"
eighteenth-century readings of that famous mirror scene from Paradise
Lost.
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* LESSON I: FROM MIRROR TO MICROSCOPE
AND BACK AGAIN *
Algarotti, a renowned Italian scientist and man of letters, began writing
the instructional dialogue in his native Italy, but completed it in London
as an honorary member of the Royal Society. Written in the form of a
coilversation on Newtonian theory between the witty Marchioness and
the male philosopher who functions as her teacher and friend, Newton's
Philosophy Explain'd consists of two parts, the first of which concentrates
upon Newton's Opticks. Dismantling the classic stereotype of female
narcissism via microscopy and Newtonian theory, Newton's Philosophy
Explain'd teaches its female readers to replace the "old" female narcissism
for a new and "enlightened" form of narcissism that I will refer to here as
Newtonian narcissism, in which a woman achieves pleasure in her mirror
image by admiring that mirror image as a beautiful scientific phenomenon,
rather than as the result of an unenlightened self-love by which she makes
herself a mere object of both her own vanity and male desire.
Its refusal tocondemn all mirror-gazing sets Algarotti's dialogue apart
from another better known feminist manifesto on female vanity versus
female learning, Mary Astell's A Serious Proposal to the Ladies (1694).
Whereas the latter pits the frivolous looking glass against the admirable
pursuits of science and philosophy ("Your Glass will not do you half so
much service as a serious reflection on your own minds," writes Astell,
insisting that her adherents be "fill'd with a laudable Ambition to brighten
and enlarge your Souls, that the Beauty of your Bodies is but a secondary
care, your D ress grows unconcerning, and your Glass is ne're consulted but
in such little intervals of time as hang loose between those hours that are
destin'd to nobler Employments"),' Algarotti shows that woman does not
have to give up the mirror to become a truly enlightened woman. Indeed,
she must not give up the mirror, for the mirror will turn out to be crucial
to her philosophical development.

' Mary Astell, Serious Proposal to the Ladies., ed, Patricia Springborg (Lancashire: Broadview,
2002). 52,122.
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Newton's Philosophy Explain'd states in its introduction that its goal

is to procure for women "a new kind of Amusement," encouraging women
to turn away from classic female narcissism and towards the new optical
science, promising them "a new Mode of cultivating the Mind, rather than
the present momentary Fashion ofadjusting their Flead-dress and placing
their Curls."^ "We soon learn that the new kind of amusement the author
has in mind comes in the tangible form of the microscope, which the
philosopher, playing the role of salesman, "advertises" to the Marchioness.
Comparing the telescope to the microscope, he tries to convince the
Marchioness ofthe superiority ofthe former, "There is...a very remarkable
Difference between them, in which I believe the last [the microscope] have
the Advantage." While telescopes help us see the vastness and immensity
of stars and planets which were formerly "believed to exist for no other
End than to please our Eyes," "Microscopes have made us in Reahty see an
infinite Number of Animals of which we had not the least Knowledge
before."
The philosopher's attempt to substitute female narcissism for female
microscopy begins with the second dialogue of part one which the author
introduces with the basic Newtonian principle that "Qualities, such as
Light, Colours, and the like," "are not really in Bodies" but are superficially
imposed upon them by the eye of the beholder (76). The word "bodies"
in Newton's Opticks, of course, does not refer to gendered, human bodies,
but to all material objects suitable for scientific observation. Yet the
philosopher in Newton's Philosophy Explain'd repeatedly uses theexample
of the human female body, specifically that of the Marchioness, to
demonstrate to her this theorem. He begins by encouraging the Marchio
ness to view her own hand under the microscope:
You think, for Instance, that your Hands which have been
the Subject of so manyfine Verses, are smooth and polish'd;and

^ Francesco Algarotti, Sir Isaac Newton *s Philosophy Explain Wfor the Use of the Ladies. In Six
Dialogues on Light and Colours. From the Italian of Sig. Algarotti, trans. Elizabeth Carter
(London, 1739), xiii-xiv. Future references to this text will be cited parenthetically.
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possibly might be greatly offended, if any one should dare to
dispute them this Quality. And yet if you were to look upon
them through a Microscope, you would be surprized to see a
great Number of Pores that separate the Texture of them, and
to find that they are cover'd with Scales like those of a Fish.
You would discover in them Cavities, Promontories; Valleys
and Hills, for the Abode of a Nation of little Animals, who
perhaps spend their Life there. (79)
By exposing the Marchioness's beauty as something not innate to her own
body but as an optical illusion, the philosopher persuades her to relinquish
her female narcissistic tendencies. He encourages her to take on the
microscope in its place as a reminder that the vanity of beautiful women,
because it is based upon an optical illusion, is itself in vain because it is not
grounded in anything that is real and innate to actual female bodies. As he
tells the Marchioness, "When the Philosophy of Aristotle was in Vogue,
who asserted that Qualities were really in Bodies, the Ladies might be
something vainer of their Beauty. But now they must renounce the very
Things upon which that Vanity was principally founded" (95).
With the understanding that the microscope has the capacity to
destabilize her own beauty and vanity, the Marchioness turns to the
consequences of the microscope's threat to her own standing in the eyes
ofmen. Sheremarks:"[I]fIhadamindtopleaseanyignorantPerson,the
very first Thing I would do, should be to forbid him the holding any
Correspondence with those Gentlemen who deal in Microscopes; for these
might do me a very great Prejudice" (80). It is unclear if the Marchioness
is complaining here about suffering the misogyny of a microscope-assisted
male gaze, or if she is simply complaining that men who deal in micro
scopes might cause her to forfeit her status as a beautiful object of male
desire. The philosopher, however, clearly finds the former, more feminist
response more relevant:
As our Senses are not microscopical, so neither are our Hearts
philosophical. It would be very bad for us, if our Pleasure was in
the Hands of Philosophers, and if Beauty, in order to prove its
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Existence, must stand out against all the Experiments of a
Naturalist. This is just as if the Chastity of a Lady should
depend upon the ill-grounded Suspicion, and diligent Enquiry
ofajealous Husband. (81)

To privilege male philosophers' assessment of female bodies under the
microscope, he implies, is to privilege ill-grounded misogynistic prejudice
over rational truth. His comparison of the microscope-assisted male gaze
to the irrationality and paranoia of a jealous husband, together with his
promotion of the microscope to the Marchioness as a means for selfimprovement, radically suggests that only women, not men, are capable of
rationally viewing female bodies under the microscope.
It is through this unusual route that the Marchioness, prodded by the
philosopher, eventually comes to: the decision that women must stop
subjecting themselves to the male gaze and to their own compliant
narcissistic gazes, both of which either value women's bodies as beautiful
or devalue them, under the microscope, as grotesque. Women must
submit instead to Newtonian science which dismantles both female nar
cissism and the male gaze, both of which turn women into mere objects of
desire. As a result of their discussion of microscopy, she proclaims that
"We [women] must then solemnly abjure all those Charms which you
[men] call Roses and Lilies, and submit to that Philosophy which deprives
us of them, perhaps to give us in Exchange some greater Good" (95). And
yet, unlike Astell (for whom optics is not a particular concern), Algarotti's
philosopher does not demand that the newly enlightened woman reject
her obsession with the looking glass. Instead he demands that she return
to it with a new kind of appreciation of the beauty it projects. It is at this
point in the dialogue that the philosopher returns the newly enlightened
Marchioness to the example of female narcissism with which the dialogue
began—"the present momentary Fashion of adjusting their Head-dress
and placing their Curls" before a mirror—but this time from a Newtonian
perspective:
[a]mong the Phsenomena which arise from a Change made by
Reflexion in the Rays of Light, you will perhaps be surprized to
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find one which is every Day present with you, and which
perhaps you have never yet considered as a Phenomenon, much
less a Matter of Wonder. What Phenomenon can this be, said
the Marchioness, to which I have paid so little Regard? It is,
answered I, the Image of your self which appears beyond the
Looking glass every Morning, when you hold a Consultation
with the Graces in what Manner it will be best to give an
artificial Negligence to your Hair. This Representation of your
self proceeds from hence, that all the Rays which flow from all
the Points of your Face to the Looking-glass, are reflected in
such a manner to your Eye...and consequently you see your
Image as at great a Distance from the Glass, as you your self are,
and exactly like you; and from the Pleasure this beauteous
Representation affords you, you easily conceive what Pleasure
the Original must have given others. (123)
And thus, after supplanting classic female narcissism with a newfound
fascination with microscopy, Algarotti's philosopher, in one clever stroke,
dismantles the stereotypical female-narcissistic scenario (a woman gazing
with pleasure into a mirror) via a scientific exegesis of the illusory nature
of the mirror image itself and the delightful new optical science behind it.
Most importantly, the philosopher's insistence that the Marchioness to see
herself in the mirror with "the Pleasure this beauteous Representation
affords you" underscores that this new approach to the timeless image of
a woman gazing with pleasure into a mirror does not by any means
substitute a sober new form of female mirror-gazing for the desire and
pleasure involved in the old. This new form of mirror-gazing still entails
beauty and visual pleasure, but a new
of beauty and visual pleasure:
what is beautiful and visually pleasurable is not the illusion of beauty in the
material "original," but the beauty of the process of mirror optics.
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* LESSON II: NEWTONIAN NARCISSISM IN
PARADISELOST *

To illustrate this new kind of "enlightened" or Newtonian narcissism, the
philosopher invokes the following passage from Book IV oiParadise Lost
in which Milton also writes of woman being"pleas'd" by her mirror image.
Although Algarotti's philosopher quotes it only in part, the passage is
worth providing here in full. Eve recalls to Adam her observation of her
reflection in a newly formed body of water:
As I bent down to look, just opposite,
A Shape within the wat'ry gleam appear'd
Bending to look on me, I started back.
It started back, but pleas'd I soon return'd,
Pleas'd it return'd as soon with answering looks
Of sympathy and love, there I had fixt
Mine eyes till now, and pin'd with vain desire.
Had not a voice [God's] thus warn'd me, "What thou seest.
What there thou seest fair Creature is thyself.
With thee it came and goes: but follow me.
And I will bring thee where no shadow stays
Thy Coming, and thy soft embraces, he
Whose image thou art, him thou shalt enjoy
Inseparably thine, to him shalt bear
Multitudes like thyself, and thence be call'd
Mother of human Race." What could I do.
But follow straight, invisibly thus led?
Till I espi'd thee [Adam], fair indeed and tall.
Under a Plantan, yet methought less fair.
Less winning soft, less amiably mild,
Than that smooth wat'ry image;^

'John Milton,Christopher Ricks (NewYork: Signet Classic,1968)4.460-80.
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Recent feminist critics have cited Eve's"vain desire" for her own reflection
in the water as a stereotypical example of Freudian narcissism, on the
grounds that Eve finds Adam less compelling "[t]han that smooth wat ry
image."'' Algarotti's philosopher, however, reads this passage quite
differently; and in doing so, embarks upon a remarkable early instance of
feminist Milton criticism. The philosopher tells the Marchioness that
"The celebrated Milton has in his sublime Poem finely described the
Delight and Surprize of Eve the first Time she surveyed herself in a
Fountain....And this Image of herself appeared so charming, that, like
another Narcissus, she afterwards ingeniously confessed to Adam that
though she thought him fair, yet he seemed 'less fair / Less winning soft,
less amiably mild, / Than that smooth wat'ry Image'" (124). In the
philosopher's readingof the passage. Eve "ingeniously" admires her image
reflected in the water on account of the Newtonian optics at work therein.
Eve may be "another Narcissus," but she is an admirably "ingenious"
narcissist who admires optical process rather than a petty and vain one
who admires her own aesthetically pleasing form.
The Marchioness observes that if the philosopher'sinterpretation is
sound, then Eve's scientific interest in mirror optics comes at the expense
of her desire for her husband—a condition with which the Marchioness
is content to make do: "Does not this Passage of Milton convey some
malicious Insinuation?...And is not his real Meaning that the Sight of a
Husband gives a woman less Pleasure than even an Image or a Shadow?
However I agree, that the first Parent was in the right to admire this fine
Phaenomenon and I have been greatly to blame in my Neglect of it" (124).

^ Most recently, Kristin A. Pruitt shows how Eve must overcome this narcissistic moment to
pursue her heterosexual relationship {Gender and the Power of Relationship: "United as one
individual Soul" in Paradise Lost, [Pittsburgh: Duquesnc University Press, 2003], 39-42). For
more on feminism and narcissism in Milton, see also Maureen QuiViipin^Milton^sSpenser: The
Politics of Reading (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 227-28; Lee A. Jacobus, *'Self
Knowledge \n Paradise Lost: Conscience and Contemplation," in Milton Studies^, ed. James D.
Simmonds (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1971), 108; Diane Kelsey McColIey,
Milton s Eve (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1983); and Joseph Wittreich, Feminist Mil'
ton (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987).
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By this point in the dialogue, the Marchioness's conversion to the new and
enlightened Newtonian narcissism is complete, and she . proclaims, "I
confess that from this Time, I shall survey myself in the Glass with a sort
of philosophical Pleasure" (125).
As the Marchioness observes, the new form of pleasurable mirrorgazing that the philosopher promotes stands in the way of heterosexual
romance. This is also the case in classic Freudian narcissism, in which the
narcissist loves his or herself to the exclusion of desire for persons of the
opposite sex. However, for Freud, whereas narcissism in men displays a
deviant move away from the heterosexual order, narcissism in women, on
the other hand, is perfectly compliant with the Freudian heterosexual
order, epitomizing woman's function within that order as a passive object
of male desire (the female narcissist's need does not "he in the direction of
loving, but of being loved; and the man who fulfills this condition is the
one who finds favor with them. The importance of this type ofwoman for
the erotic life of mankind is to be rated very high")' and as a bearer of chil
dren: "[e]ven for narcissistic women, whose attitude towards men remains
cool, there is a road which leads to complete object-love. In the child
which they bear, a part of their own body confronts them like an
extraneous object, to which, starting out from their narcissism, they can
then give complete object love."^ The narcissistic woman may desire
herself more than she desires men, but when she becomes a mother—so
the Freudian logic goes—she is able to give up her own self-love and
convert it to heterosexually reproductively proper object-love for her child.
Consider the passage from Paradise Lost. According to Milton's
God, as in Freudian narcissism. Eve's attraction to her mirror image is a
displaced desire for her self:"What therethou seest fair Creature is thyself,
/ With thee it came and goes." God scolds her because her alleged
narcissistic attraction to her self obstructs her wifely and childbearing
duties to return to her husband, "bear multitudes" and get on with
becoming the "Mother of the human race." But, Algarotti's reading

^ Sigmund Freud, *On Narcissism," The Standard Edition ofthe Complete Psycholo^cal Works
ofSigmundFreudj 24 vols. (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-74), 4:192-93.
^ Freud, 193.
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invites his female readership to infer. Eve knows better. Enlightened
Newtonian that she is, Eve is fully aware that what pleases her more than
her husband is not her "self in the water, not even a "she," but an "it," "a
smooth wat'ry image." Understandably, she finds this optical phenome
non, this image, more pleasurable than the prospect of copulating with the
only man on earth for the purpose of becoming the mother of the entire
human race.
In contrast to the form of female narcissism established by Freud and
Milton's God, the type of female narcissism promoted by Algarotti's
philosopher cannot be inserted back into the heterosexual order so easily.
Simply put, according to the logic of Freudian narcissism, and that
attributed to Eve by Milton's God, one can quite easily transfer one's
reprehensible self-love into an admirable maternal love; it is merely a
matter of substitution, of shifting one's desire from one object to another.
But, in the case of Newtonian narcissism, to transfer one's affection for a
phenomenon (the optical phenomenon ofthemirrorimage) toobjectlove
for a child is another matter altogether because, quite simply, a phenome
non is not an object but a process.

* LESSON III: MALE SUPERIORITY AS OPTICAL ILLUSION *
Following the dialogue's remarkable feminist reading of Newtonian
narcissism in Milton, the Marchioness critiques the work of a neighboring
male poet who is infatuated with the her and has made her the object of
his sonnets.^ When the poet interrupts her lesson with the philosopher,
the Marchioness, rather than allowing the poet's interest to flatter her

^ Interestingly, there is no hint of romance between the philosopher and the Marchioness. On
a biographical note, Algarotti, who is said to have preferred the sexual company of men to that
of women, is said to have modeled the character of the Marchioness after his good friend and
correspondent, the renowned Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, who was futilely in love with him.
Sec Robert Halsband, "Algarotti as Apollo: His Influence on Lady Mary Wortley Montagu,"
Friendship's Garland: Essays Presented to Mario Praz on His Seventieth Birthday, ed. Vittorio
Gabrielli (Rome: Storiae Letteraturea, 1966).
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female vanity, wishes that her newfound appreciation for science will
somehow have the power to do away with him altogether:
What shall we do? I see a Gentleman in our Neighbourhood
coming towards us, who in every Visit he makes does me the
Favour to repeat Sonnets by the hundred, and yet always finds
Time for some Ode. How shall we disengage ourselves from his
troublesome Company? Will there be no Vortex so merciful as
to snatch him away with itself, and remove him from our
System? (225)
To get rid of her unwanted admirer, suggests the philosopher, "we need
only continue our Discourse upon Philosophy" which will inevitably bore
him so much that he will leave (226). The method is ultimately successful.
The Marchioness and the philosopher continue their discussion of
Newtonian optics while the frustrated sonneteer tries in vain to recite his
poetry. Ultimately, the sonneteer (in the last words of part one), "[a]s he
could find no Opportunity of discharging his poetic Fury, he was obliged
to go home where to find an Audience to a Satyr which it is very probably
he had begun to compose against Philosophy" (232). This incident, the
conclusion of part one oiNewton's Philosophy Explain'd, demonstrates
that the Marchioness's lesson in microscopy and Newtonian optics has
empowered her not only with the tools to cease being a mere object of
narcissistic self interest and male desire, but also with the means to ridicule
and assert her superiority over unenlightened pre-Newtonian men who,
like unenlightened pre-Newtonian women, are blinded by the mere
"illusion" of female beauty.
Newton's Philosophy Explain'd also undermines male pretenses to
authority as illusionary by means of a lesson in height perception and
microscopy. Explaining that "It is principally the Microscope and that
infinite Number of Pigmy Worlds discovered byit, which has rectified our
Ideas of great and little" (177), the philosopher presents the Marchioness
with the example of Gulliver who "could destroy the Lilliputians like so
many Fleas," but who was "among the Brohdingnagians kept in a Cage like
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a Canary Bird, or for an Ornament upon the Chimney like a Chinese
Pagoda (181-82). Earlier in the dialogue, the philosopher illustrates the
relativity of the gendered dynamics of physical power with an example
from the first two voyages of Gullivers Travels-. "Who can tell then, but
you may appear to yourself, and I to you, like one of Gulliver's
Brobdingnagians, on the contrary each of us may appear to my Sight as
small as a Lilliputian does to yours, and who knows too but you may see
the whole World after the Proportions of my Brobdingnagian, and I of the
same Size as your Lilliputian." This unusual passage warrants restatement:
in sum, the Marchioness and Algarotti's philosopher may appear to
themselves and to each other as giant Brobdingnagians, or he may appear
to both himself and the Marchioness as minute as Lilliputians would
appear to the Marchioness at her "normal" height. Moreover, the
Marchioness may see the whole world as if she were of a Brobdingnagian
size relative to him, and he may see the whole world as if he were of a
Lilliputian size relative to the Marchioness. Tellingly, in all three of the
philosopher's hypothetical Brobdingnagian and Lilliputian scenarios, he
characterizes the Marchioness as Brobdingnagian, while in two out of the
three scenarios he portrays himself as a Lilliputian by comparison. In the
first scenario, both the Marchioness and Algarotti's philosopher are
Brobdingnagians; in the second, the philosopher is Lilliputian; and in the
third, the Marchioness is a Brobdingnagian in Brobdingnag, and the
philosopher is a Lilliputian in Lilliput. The Marchioness's lesson in
microscopy, and its destabilization of traditional female narcissism, the
dialogue suggests, enables her to become a metaphorical giant to the
philosopher's dwarf.
By introducing the Marchioness and Algarotti's female readers to the
microscope and Newtonian optical theory, and to his own Enlightened
feminist rereading of female narcissism and Milton's depiction of Eve,
Algarotti has armed them with the tools to unveil patriarchal authority as
only the optical illusion of power. Under the conditions of the third
scenario, in which the Marchioness is a Brobdingnagian in Brobdingnag,
and the philosopher a Lilliputian in Lilliput, the philosopher remarks, "if
it were possible for us to see with each other's Eyes (which would be a good
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exchange for me) you would despise thediminutive Size of my Collossuses,
and I should tremble at the Gigantic Stature of your Pigmies." And thus,
a simple tutorial in microscopy and Newtonian optics has turned the
Marchioness into a Brobdingnagian woman looking down upon the
diminutive stature of the philosopher's supposed colossuses, exposingboth
female beauty and male superiority as optical illusions explainable by the
new science.

* CONCLUSION *
Surely then, Newton's Philosophy Explain'd deserves its place alongside
Astell's Serious Proposal as a guide to enlightened womanhood that
undermines patriarchy while, unlike Astell's tract, proposing that the new
scientific woman must not be so overly "Serious" as to sacrifice the
pleasures of the mirror for those of the microscope. Moreover, by
introducing its new kind of enlightened female narcissism into earlymodern feminist discomsc,Newton's Philosophy Explain'd can be seen as
a progenitor of today's anti-Puritanical brand of feminist intellectualism
(best exemplified, perhaps, by the radical play and aestheticism of queer
theory) that wittily embraces, rather than humorlessly denying, the
delightful optical phenomenon that is female beauty.

